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The  steamer  Isis  was  built  at  Norfolk,  ’/a*,  in  1870.  She  was 
enrolled  at  the  port  of  Miming  ton,  II.  0.  November  Oth,  the  number 
of  -er  enrollment  being  number  one.  She  ran  on  the  rivers  of  North 
o M- South  Carolina  until  1681.  In  October  of  that  year,  Capt.  Eugene 
Bigelow,  my  father,  bought  her  at  Charleston,  S.  C.  from  Carl  orlin. 
her  owner  at  that  time,  for  4,500.00.  My  father  immed lately  brought 
her  to  Jacksonville  and  the  St.  Johns  River.  she  was  an  iron  hulled, 
flat  bottomed,  sternwheel  steamer,  with  two  boilers,  two  engines  and 
a  single  smoke stack  abaft  the  pilot  house.  She  was  100  ft.  In  length 
18-6/10  ft.  beam  with  wide  guards  in  additon  to  her  hull;  official 
tdmnage  70-30-100.  hen  the  Isis  came  to  Jacksonville  si  e  had  a  very 
high  upper  deck  as  the  lower  deck  hue  been  esigned  for  the  carrying 
of  cotton  and  rice  and  other  bulky  freight  on  the  Carolina  rivers, 
her  .cabin  ho  as  s  were  small  as  she  had  been  on  freight  service  ,1th 
little  attention  paid  to  any  accomodations  for  passenger  traffic.  y 
father  tore  the  u  per  house  off  her  and  lowered  her  upper  deck  about 
eighteen  Inches  or  two  feet,  then  built  a  new  upper  house  on  her  with 
staterooms,  a  sal- on  (also  usea  for  the  dialog  hall,  gull-.,  ry,  etc. , } 
thus  preparing  her  for  service  as  a  combined  freight  and  passenger 
packet  boat.  Che  was  registered  at  t.  e  Custom  House  here  in  Jackson¬ 
ville,  Florida,  on  November  1st,  1381,  and  commenced  service  on  the 
t.  Johns  River  about  thirty  days  later.  She  was  put  on  the  run  be¬ 
tween  Jacksonville  and  Jessup,  another  la,  e  and  settlement  further 
Couth  than  La  o  .  onroe ,  where  most  of  the  steamers  then  running  on 
the  St.  Johns  River  stopped  after  reaching  Sanford  and  Enterprise. 
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Steamer  Isis 


I  r  father  commanded  and  operated  her 'in  person  for  several  years 

and  in  that  time,  although  hut  a  small  hoy,  I  made  a  number  of  trips 

up  and  I®  the  river  with  him  on  this  boat. 

<*  * 

I  remember  her  purser,  Mr*  J*  Xi*  Bojwell,  afterwards  a  veil  — leno v/n 
resident  of  the  Fairfield  section  of  this  city  as  a  greqeryman;  then 

* 

vjq  had  two  river  pilots*  The  chief  pilot  v/a s  liilliam  Biggs,  a  white 

man;  we  generally  called  him  tfBilly  Biggs"  and  the  second,  or  relief 

allot  was  a  colored  man  by  the  name  of  "Henry" .  I  don’t  remember 

his  last  name;  he  was  a  tall  colored  man,  brown  skinned  and  never  had 

very  uch  to  say*  As  I  was  the  captain  and  Owner’s  son  I  had  tne 

p>  c/  v  '  .p  -■ 

run  of  the  boat  and  I  spent  much  of  my  time  in  the  pi  lothouse  where 

7  learned  the  rules  of  the  river  and  about  steering  ao  well  as  the 
W 

whistles  and  other  signals*  The  Isis  had  a  big  pilot  or  steering 
wheel  that  I  could  not  handle  alone  so  that  one  of  the  other  of  the 

i#  - 

pilots  had  to  help  me  pull  it  over  when  changing  the  course  of  the 

'  .  h 

boat  to  any  great  egree*  The  Isis  had  a  blunt  bow  with  a  square  o^ern, 

being  a  stern-wheeler;  she  wasn’t  a  handsome  boat  but  she  was  business- 
^  like,  very  comfortable  and  ^reliable;  and  she  eoulcl  anu  did  carry  a 

large  amount  of  freight  for  a  boat  of  her  si&e* 

As  this  was  before  there  were  any  railroads  between  Jacksonville 
and  South  Florida  on  either  side  of  the  river  all  freight  and  pass¬ 
engers  from  Jacksonville  q%>  points  such  as  Pala tka,  eland,  Sanford, 
Enterprise *  (Old  Mellonville)  and  points  on  the  :ast  00 st  and  beyond 

went  up  the  St*  Johns  River  on  some  of  the  numerous  steamboats  then 

■  •  JL  ■  A 

running*  >e  mad©  connections  with  railroads ‘at  Pslatka  for  G-axn^n/ille 

^  and  Ocala;  at  Astor  Landing  for  Astor  and  Leesburg  and  at  Sanford  for  . 

■ 

various  points  ast,  oat  and  South. 
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Oar  passenger  a e  comma d a  t  i ons  oio  good  and  comfortable;  we  had 

a  number  of  staterooms  on  each  side  of  the  main  ualoejn  and  promenade 

Cb 

decks  outside  for  the  benefit  of  the  pats  on,  ers;  the  steward  and  cooks 
set  a  good  table.  I’he  working  crew  never  cam©  on  the  upper  deck  un¬ 
less  specially  summoned.  fhey  were  mostly  colored  men  for  deckhanils 

# 

and  firemen.'  fhe  chief" engineer  and  mate  -  .ere  white.  The  crew’s 
meals  wore  all  served  on  the  lower  deck  :1th  the  exception  of  the  hi- 

•  "  {j  . 

gher  white  officers  who  ate  In  the  dining  sale-  with  the  passengers.. 

% 

Our  freight  Southbound ,  or  as  we  expressed  it  'Up-  the  Kivor 
for  the  St.  Johns  ver  flows  from  South  to  Berth,  was  merchandise  of 
all  hinds  an  de scrip tions*  and  Hortlward,  or  fk  own  the  diver1,  fruits 
and  veg e tables  mostly  with  some  hides  and  miscellaneous  art  els. 

During  the  fruit- ship ping  reason,  I  have  seen  so  many  boxes  of  oranges 
on  some  of  the  up-river  docks  and  landings  that  several  boats  would 
be  loading  there  at  one  time,  sometimes  trucking  across  each  other 
and  by  the  time  •  far  hofth  as  lalaika,  fruit  would  have  to 

,o  left  on  the  docks  for  later  boats  to  c cue  and  pick  up. 

Most  river  steamers  in  those  days  were  wood  burners  and  this 
gave  rise  to  an  extensive  industry  11  up  and  down  the  river  supply¬ 
ing  the  numerous  boats  with  fuel.  At  various  points  crib-line  docks 
were  'built  out  in  the  Jriver  at  the  edge  of  the  channel  on  which  light- 
wood  was  piled. 

These  docks  were  crib-11  e  in  construction,  made  of  logs  piled 
on  ip. of  each  other  In  square  or  rectangular  shapes,  log  cabin  style, 
until  the  weight  forced  the  crib  down  s  . lid  on  the  bottom;  then  pi ling jy 

were  driven  at  the  corners  and  chained  together  at  the  top  and  split 

. 

legs  laid  across  the  top  for  a  floor. 


Steamer  Isis*. 

•  *  faring  daytime  there  was  generally  someone  on  the  duck  to  chock 
the  wood  ova.:,  to  t ; ..©  mi;,  and  receive  ..-ho  vouu  tickets  for  as  any 
cords  as  were  taken  by  whatever  steamer  stoj, „.€■<,*  At  night  there  r.as 
a  locked  box  or  keg  in  which  the  wood  tickets  wore  left  if  there  had 
heen  no  one  on  the  c  ok  to  receive  them* 

•iheue  wood  tickets  were  signed  by  the  -ns tor  or  purser  of  the 
hoot  talcing  wood,  v.  4  state*  how  auay  oor*s  wore  taken,  the  dote  and 
the  price  (which  was  posted  on  the  d  o ki  g-r  cord,  fixes©  tickets 
were  like  currency  •••.c  e  certain  extent  ant  e:iiv..OLoted  or* eng  the  ■mer¬ 
chants  ail  along  tne  river  until  the^  finally  mailed  them  into  Jack¬ 
sonville  in  purchase  for  merchandise  or  hanked.  .  o  repute. hie  lost 
ever  dared  not  to  pay  its  wood  tickets  promptly  on  -presentation  &t 
its  offices  or  agents  for  it  Meant  that  thus©  'boats  could  not  got  the 
necessary  fuel  except  for  s  ot  cash  ail  up  and  down  the  river  ar-  the 
word  was  soon  passed  among  the  wood  sellers,  i  have  seen  .-.any  of 
these  wood  tickets,  or  wo ed -checks  as  same  called  them,  cornu  in  to 
the  banks  of  this  city  for  de  oait  by  out  -f  town  merchants  and  they 
were  accepted  and  credited  as  cash  as  the  banks  knew  oil  they  had  to 
do  was  present  them  to  the  boat* a  agent a  and  got  the  money  for  them. 

.  ...  V  ?  '  ■ 

In  these  gali%  ou^s  of  steamboating  on  the  hi.  Johns  ...  Ivor  v:u 
did  noi  have  the  water  hyacinth  to  contend  vuth  as  it  had  not  Ikon 
made  its  appearance  in  the  number  and  mass  a  that  came  infer.  Q 

did  have  another  aquatic  .  lent  culled  the  water  febtuee.  fiiis  was 

■# 

abundant  in  all  the  Lakes  from  ake  heorge  south,  but  it  is  a  .  inch 
smaller  and  lighter  plant  and  presented  ...  .oh  lighter  opposition  to 
the  boats,  ike  big  p-  tltile  and  stern  wheels  of  the  river  bouts 
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Steadier  Isis 

then  had  very  little  GllL  ioulty  n  handling  them  compared  «u  -the 
water  hyacinth  of  inter  ui^a* 

lifter  op ere ting  the  steamer  Isle  for  about  two  yours,  ny  father 
sold  her  to  the  Lake  Jessup  Ghoamboat  Jcwp.  ../•;  and  they  ambitiously 
decided  to  improve  the  old  Isis  still  further.  Ihey  again  retail t  her, 
putting  two  u.  .ole  stacks  on  her  'to  improve  the  draft  for  her  ho.  lore, 
moved  her  pilot  '  uone  a  ok  abaft  the  stacks,  and  ade  several  other  • 

.  r 

changes  1  u  her* 

In  $61  ng  up  tli vi  river  one  passes  t.  rwugh  or  touehej  a  number  of 
lakes*  ores  out  Lake  is  off  k.  on©  siu©;  then  the.se  is  hit  LU  Jake 
George,  nig  L& ice  George,  Luke  Lores  ford,  Lake  i-ionroe,  emu  hate  Jessup, 
Big  Lake  George  is  the  It rgeat  .lake  of  the  lot.  It  is  lnrge  and  in 
s.-io  places  pui  ,e  so. .allow;  ULlasia  Jar  is  ro  the  upper  eat  of  it.  '.this 
lake  is  twelve  m-1  s  Long  and  eighteen  alios  wide.  hen  i  squall  comes 
ap  it  gets  auite  r  up,: or  as  watermen  say,  '-gets  up  a  heavy  sea  . 

Some  months  after  the  sale  of  the  rsia  By  i.y  lather  on  iw>rxl  11th, 

■ 

Idol,  and  her  rebuilding  by  her  no...  owners  with  who  adhlti-n  to  her 
upper  works,  she  was  coming  down  the  river  under  the  command  ox  $apt. 

•xu  J#  homer vi lie  vx  on  she  caught  in  a  heavy  Blow  In  the  upper  end  of 
Lig  Lake  George.  Hi©  heavy  wind  and  storm  .rove  her  off  her  course  and 
sue  careened  over  until  the  water  filled  ~.©r  null,  sinking  her  until 
she . rested  on  Bottom  with  her  upper  works  out  ox  water.  Ho  one  need 
have  Boon  lost  hut  Henry  the  o,. lured  pilot  and  so v oral  other  colored 
men  became  excited  a  J  jumping  overboard  wore  drowned,  i'he  remainder 
of  the  crew,  and  all  .  asaengers  wore  safely,  rescued. 

After  the  storm  it  was  found  that  her  house  was  badly  wrecked  and 


<i>  •  '* 


* 

* 


? 

Steamer  ..sis* 
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damaged,  so  it  /aw  out  off  kef  end  piling-;  .  ivon  around  ho r  in  a  •  effort 

to  roi  .-c  the  hall*  m  some  .  a;/  the  chains  trader  tie  hall  %-;ere  mttkor 
i  /properly  placed  or  slipped  for  after  re  -iny  tier  off  the  bottom,  she 
x  dropped  back  down  Sana,  -  the  hall  go  rmeh  that  all  further  attempts 
at  salva.  ;o  wore  abandoned*  Unlogs  the  U.  S.  inline ere  have  removed 
her  or  censed  her  removal,  he  bon  ;r,  >f  the  old  Isis  are  still  reposing 
at  the  bottom  of  :ig  lake  Geo rye.  / 

1  ,  *  I 

Tno  story  of  this  '"reek  and  her  later  days  wore  told  /.to,  by  members 

of  her  crow  'after  the  waste*.  I  saw  her  several  times  after  she  was 

rebuilt  ".  i-  last  owners  and  running  on  the  river  bat  never  again 
went  aboard  her  after-  y  father  sold  her*  ,tho;e  boats  a-"  other  rov.it.es 
mostly  down  the  ’.river  between  Jae  3onvft-.Ue  an«  the  St.  Jobm,  Bar  and 
intervening:  river  oints  engaged  my  attention. 

hen  the  railroad?:  built  on  both  si  -  S t: .  Joi  i  mvcxv  the 

death  bloiv  tc  the  steamboat  traffic  wao  dealt,  later  came  the  auto- 
mobile,  trucks  and  rrd  roads,  and  lastly  the  m-  powered  barge 

so  today  the  once  busy  river  whose  banks  echoed  to  the  whistles  o~  ■  a 
busy  traffic'  no  ton  ;cr  .  ;ive  lac',  t  eir  rcaoMOt-.t  notes.  cat  if  their 
gheote  could  com*.  hao.k  .there  would  bo  many  a  busy  a  tght  again  on  the 

■vatarc  of  the  £t.  Johns  from  ito  head:-,  a  tors  to  the  see., 

.  j 

•  j 

(  L.  Bigelow  ) 

h::l  .  Ashley  ;t*, 

Jacksonville ,  FXeric a 
April  15,  1986. 
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